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One Sentence Synopsis 
 
Documentary filmmaker, Phoebe Hart, comes clean on a journey of self-discovery 
around her hidden intersex* condition. 
 
(118 characters) 
 
 
*Intersex - a biological state whereby a person’s reproductive organs, genitalia and/or 
chromosomes transcend the binary male-female divide.  Intersex people can identify as 
female or male, and sometimes refer to themselves as “third gender” or simply “intersex”. 
The Australian Medical Association definition states: A person with an intersex condition 
is born with sex chromosomes, external genitalia or an internal reproductive system that 
is not exclusively either male or female. This word replaces “hermaphrodite”. 
 
NB:  Please refer to the glossary for full descriptions and definitions of these complex and 
often misunderstood terms.  
 
 
Winner of the 2010 ATOM Award for Best Documentary (General)
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One Page Synopsis 
 
Documentary filmmaker, Phoebe Hart, comes clean on her journey of self-
discovery to embrace her future and reconcile the past shame and family secrecy 
surrounding her intersex condition. Despite her mother’s outright refusal to be in 
the film, Phoebe decides she must push on with her quest to resolve her life story 
and connect with other intersex people on camera. With the help of her sister 
Bonnie and support from her husband James, she hits the open road and reflects 
on her youth.  
 
Phoebe’s happy and carefree childhood came to an abrupt end at puberty when 
she was told she would never menstruate nor have children. But the reasons why 
were never discussed and the topic was taboo. At the age of 17, Phoebe’s mother 
felt she was old enough to understand the true nature of her body and the family 
secret was finally revealed. Phoebe then faced an orchidectomy, invasive surgery 
to remove her undescended testes, the emotional scars of which are still raw 
today. Phoebe’s road trip around Australia exposes her to the stories of other 
intersex people and holds a mirror to her own experience. She learns valuable 
lessons in resilience and healing but also sees the pervasive impact her condition 
has on all her relationships. 
 
At home, Phoebe and James want to start a family but dealing with infertility and 
the stress of the adoption process puts pressure on their marriage. Phoebe also 
starts to understand the difficult decisions her parents faced and is excited but 
apprehensive when they eventually agree to be interviewed. Will talking openly 
with her mother give Phoebe the answers she has been looking for? 
 
(272 words) 
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Long Synopsis 
 
A special request to reviewers and writers: 
 
Please do not disclose the revelation regarding Phoebe’s sister, Bonnie, or 
the surprise ending of this film. 
 
 
Documentary filmmaker, Phoebe Hart, comes clean on her journey of self-
discovery to embrace her future and reconcile the past shame and family secrecy 
surrounding her intersex condition. Phoebe has a partner, James, and a happy 
family, but her life is not as straightforward as it appears. Phoebe is part-male and 
part-female; she is a hermaphrodite. She hopes by making this film she can 
confront the pain and trauma surrounding the treatment of her condition, 
Androgen Insensitivity Syndrome (AIS), and be open with herself and her family. 
But from the outset, her parents, Dennis and Marie, do not want to be in the film, 
and Marie is adamant she wants to leave what has happened in the past. James 
questions Phoebe’s motivations for forcing the film on her family and whether it’s 
worth the risk to all her relationships. However, Phoebe feels she needs to push 
on with her quest to resolve her story and connect with other intersex people. 
With the help of her youngest sister, Bonnie, who shared an inherent part of 
Phoebe’s youth, she now begins a journey, both physical, visiting many present-
day places and people, and also reflective, because it will give her a chance to 
revisit and consider her past. 
 
Phoebe’s happy and carefree childhood came to an abrupt end at puberty when 
her mother told her she did not have a uterus, would never menstruate or have 
children. But the reason why was never openly discussed within the family and 
the topic was taboo. At the age of 17, Marie revealed the true nature of Phoebe’s 
body to her daughter and the family secret was finally revealed. She was told that 
although her body outwardly appeared female, she possessed male 
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chromosomes. Still reeling from this shocking revelation, Phoebe agreed to 
undergo an orchidectomy, invasive surgery to remove her undescended testes, 
the emotional scars of which are still raw today. 
 
Phoebe’s road trip around Australia exposes her to the stories of other intersex 
people and holds a mirror to her own experience. First stop is Aleyshia who has 
CAH – Congenital Adrenal Hyperplasia – and a form of “true hermaphroditism”. 
She has both testicular and ovarian tissue. Aleyshia talks candidly about her 
difficult path, rejecting her upbringing as a boy, dealing with her family’s “cone of 
silence” and violent, homophobic attacks, and finally transitioning to an out and 
proud hermaphrodyke – an intersex lesbian. 
 
After hearing Aleyshia’s story, Phoebe reflects upon her own isolating experience 
of growing up ‘intersexed’. Such was her separation, Phoebe, until she was 17, 
did not know her younger sister Bonnie has AIS also. Bonnie expresses a great 
deal of rage, especially towards the doctors who treated her for her condition at a 
very young age and tried to tell Bonnie that she had an ‘abnormal’ body.  Bonnie 
and Phoebe share their struggles with adolescence, identity and the impacts of 
living a lie. However, delving into this raw emotional territory and travelling great 
distances on this emotional and physical journey of discovery, takes its toll on 
their close but fractious relationship.  
 
Phoebe and Bonnie’s next rendezvous with Tony and Andie, teaches them 
lessons in truth and fearlessness. Tony is a political activist fighting for intersex 
rights against legal and medical prejudice. Both Tony and his companion Andie 
were surgically assigned their genders in infancy. Tony started life as “Antoinette” 
and Andie grew up as a little boy and now lives as a woman. They both rejected 
their assigned childhood genders as adults and transitioned into Mr Tony Briffa 
and Ms Andie Hider. Despite Tony’s confidence and conviction to live openly, he 
admits he has ongoing issues with intimacy. Tony’s confession takes Phoebe 
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back to her own confused experience of forming relationships and discovering her 
sexuality.  
 
Phoebe and Bonnie fume against dilators – awkward medical prostheses used to 
expand and lengthen the vaginal canal – which were prescribed by their doctors 
to prepare them for penetrative sex. Consequently, Phoebe was anxious about 
sex.  Would she even be able to have sex? Somehow, she stumbled into a few 
sexual encounters and was pleasantly surprised. Eventually she found love and 
married James after a six-month whirlwind romance. From the start of their 
relationship, Phoebe was open about AIS and her infertility. Together they 
decided to begin the adoption process, and while on the road, James delivers the 
good news: They have been accepted on to the adoption register.  
 
On their next stage of the journey, Bonnie and Phoebe visit their sister Sophie 
and talk to her about the family secret for the very first time. Sophie does not have 
AIS and can have babies, but she is a carrier of the gene and could pass it on to 
her children. Phoebe summons the courage to ask Sophie what she would do if 
she fell pregnant and discovered her baby had AIS. Sophie reveals she would not 
abort.  Generally speaking, the whole conversation is a breakthrough for Phoebe, 
and she starts to understand more deeply the difficult decisions her parents faced.  
 
The road trip is almost finished, but there is one more person Phoebe must see.  
Phoebe visits her high school photography teacher, Chris, whom she was 
surprised, but delighted, to discover recently is also intersex. He has a 
chromosomal sex karyotype of XXY, which is the result of an intersex condition 
known as Klinefelter’s Syndrome.  Together, Phoebe and Chris reminisce. Chris 
has memories of Phoebe being quite the tearaway at school, but has strong 
recollections of merciless teasing during his own schoolyard days. Chris 
encourages Phoebe to continue with her film and predicts it will have a power she 
would never have imagined possible. Chris believes it will release her.  
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Upon returning home, Phoebe and Bonnie have some time apart after working 
together on such a sensitive subject. Phoebe puts her newfound openness into 
practice and visits her mother-in-law, Fay, to share the news of their acceptance 
on to the adoption register and explain the nature of her infertility. It propels 
James on a downward spiral, to really face the loss of not having his own 
biological children. Dealing with their infertility and the stress of the adoption 
process, puts pressure on their marriage. Phoebe’s condition also affects James, 
but he gradually comes to terms with their life and the prospect of being together 
and in love, for the long term.  
 
A few weeks later, Phoebe receives a letter from her mother, Marie, in which she 
agrees to talk on film. This changes everything. Phoebe is excited but 
apprehensive and drives the last leg of her journey with Bonnie and James. 
Returning to the house of her adolescence brings childhood memories flooding 
back. The time to talk has finally come.  
 
Phoebe’s father, Dennis, admits he saw a disturbing change in his daughter post 
surgery, but there was only so much he could do. In hindsight, he thinks he did a 
pretty good job. In contrast, Marie’s guilt is palpable and she is uncomfortable 
revisiting what she refers to as her, “bad parenting”. She was angry to discover 
she was a carrier of AIS and then guilt-ridden to have passed this on to her 
children. She is proud of the woman Phoebe has become, despite her “muddling” 
mother. Phoebe can now deal with her own guilt, of feeling she let Bonnie down 
as the older sister. Phoebe also realises she doesn’t need to be so hard on 
herself or her mother.  
 
Orchids has allowed Bonnie and Phoebe to respect and appreciate their 
differences and renews James and Phoebe’s love for each other and excitement 
for the future – a future as a family themselves. The final twist in the tale is the 
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arrival of a six-month-old baby girl. Now as a mother herself, Phoebe cannot wait 
to show her adopted daughter the world. Phoebe wants to teach her little girl to 
accept herself and her story – a place where Phoebe has herself arrived. 
 
(1,320 words)
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Background production and “making of” notes 
 
The making of Orchids: my intersex adventure was an intimate process, which 
required a great deal of patience and sensitivity.  It took six years to complete the 
film and during that time, there were numerous, intense negotiations with the 
subjects of the film, regarding their continued involvement.  Sadly, not all the 
characters filmed made it to the end product, either because of program duration 
constraints, or because they had “moved on”. 
 
Director, Phoebe Hart, used digital cameras and a small crew, whom, wherever 
feasible, consisted of insiders to the intersex community. 
 
“I felt that by having a small, ‘insider’ crew, the ‘talent’ would be more inclined to 
openly express issues that may have been long shrouded in secrecy and stigma,” 
Phoebe said.  
 
As principal documenters of Orchids, sisters Phoebe and Bonnie Hart used a 
variety of cameras, ranging from semi-professional to domestic VHS camcorders 
and Super 8.  The documentary’s guerrilla look was achieved by blending rich 
archival family home movies and photographs with contemporary video footage, 
recorded specifically for the film.  This production style has given the film a raw 
immediacy, thus allowing the audience to be engaged more readily with a familiar, 
intimate, “home movie” style and experience.  
 
The film’s road trip presented a number of challenges. Two sisters, with a camera, 
in a 1982 WB Kingswood ute (pickup), covering thousands of kilometres, criss-
crossing the country north to south, east to west, was always going to be a bumpy 
ride. During the trip, the girls battled through everything from intense hailstorms to 
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plagues of locusts. Perhaps the greatest battle was between the sisters.  Phoebe 
and Bonnie filmed and interviewed many people from the intersex community, but 
also turned the camera on themselves.  Undoubtedly, the unrelenting pace led to 
conflict in their relationship and in the name of transparency, they made the 
ethical and creative decision to document their rising tensions.  This seemed 
especially pertinent, as the film was so personal.  Thus, they established a style of 
including many of the actual “making of” and “behind the scenes’ moments”, into 
the film’s storyline.  
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Director’s statement 
 
This is my story.  It’s a story of how my body became a site of pain, confusion and 
secrecy for me and for my family. Not because it is diseased or dysfunctional but 
because society deemed it to be abnormal.  
 
I have Androgen Insensitivity Syndrome (AIS).  I am a woman with 46XY (male) 
chromosomes.  Without a doubt, I have struggled with unwarranted categorisation 
and medical interference. Wherever possible, I actively seek to disrupt this 
cataloging and meddling with as much honesty and humour as I can muster.  It’s 
the reason why I wanted to make this film. 
 
I chose the title, Orchids, as these ornamental flowers are an especially potent 
symbol for intersex people.  The etymology of the word “orchid” derives from the 
Greek orkhis, meaning “testicle”.  Many people with AIS undergo an 
orchidectomy, which is the removal of the internal testes to reduce the risk of 
cancer.  I have appropriated these flowers as a resonant visual signifier 
throughout my documentary. 
 
On a professional and personal level, Orchids: my intersex adventure has 
presented me with many challenges.  At an early stage of research and 
development, I made a conscious decision the film should be largely 
autobiographical.  This was important for me on a number of levels and 
represented a huge step in terms of self-confidence and courage. In my early life, 
my condition was kept a secret from me. I was confused and told to keep quiet 
about who and what I was.  I was subjected to medical scrutiny, surgery and 
pathology. Orchids: my intersex adventure has allowed me to reflect on the 
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shame and trauma of my coming-of-age experience and examine why “coming 
out” continues to be extremely challenging.  
 
After speaking with many intersex men and women for many years, it has become 
evident to me most are happy to be intersex but unhappy with the attendant 
“social” problems. Every day they deal with the stigma of being intersex, being 
seen as “different” or “freakish” by society, and treated by doctors and family 
members accordingly.  Medical treatment contributes greatly to a sense of social 
inferiority and shame, as cosmetic surgery seeks to normalise aberrant bodies, 
pusing individuals with intersex towards either (more) male or female.  In effect, 
such pathology represents a social shift to sequester intersex people from the 
normal population. Orchids: my intersex adventure is a portrait of survival and 
courage, revising societal and historical perspectives of intersex by creating 
understandings of difference, which originate from a highly subjective space. 
 
I hope my narrative will engage and move audiences. Orchids: my intersex 
adventure presents the struggles and triumphs of other intersex people 
throughout Australia. However, most of all, it’s a potent story of family, 
acknowledging the past, and moving into the future with love and acceptance. 
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Crew biographies 
 
Phoebe Hart - Director, Producer and Camera 
Phoebe Hart is principal of hartflicker, an energetic Australian-based video and 
film production company creating provocative, socially-aware documentaries and 
moving, experimental and visually-intriguing drama productions for the small and 
big screen. With courageous intent, hartflicker distributes these media products to 
local, national and international markets.  
 
Since completing her film studies at the Queensland University of Technology 
(QUT) in 1995, Phoebe Hart has worked extensively as a writer, producer and 
director of factual television and media. She has been involved in a diverse range 
of Australian television projects, including children’s program Totally Wild, 
Network Ten’s documentary unit, and the Australian Broadcasting Corporation’s 
(ABC) Race Around the World and Fly TV.  She co-directed a documentary series 
on the state of Australian higher education for the Special Broadcasting Service 
(SBS) called Downunder Grads, which screened in March 2008.  Phoebe also 
directed and co-wrote the ABC documentary Roller Derby Dolls on a group of 
women who play the rough-and-tumble sport of roller derby, which screened in a 
primetime slot in September 2008. In 2009 Phoebe was awarded her doctorate 
from QUT of which Orchids was a central element of her studies. 
 
Bonnie Hart - Camera and Super 8 Cinematographer 
Bonnie applies her skills and creativity in the areas of film production and visual 
direction across a variety of media platforms. She holds a degree in Film and 
Television Production from QUT. Her work has been screened Australia-wide on 
free-to-air and cable television and festivals such as the Other Film Festival, Now 
Now, Golden Plains, Trasharama, Wild Spaces, Queensland New Filmmakers 
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Awards and the Sydney Fish Market. Internationally, she has contributed to films 
screened at Exploding Cinema/Collision Festival (UK), Xpace2000 (Singapore), 
Hamilton Underground Film Festival (NZ), Lambtree Grove Project (UK), Odense 
Ser Rodst (Denmark). Bonnie has also toured extensively nationally and 
internationally as a high-energy avant-garde musician and performance artist.  
She has appeared as a part of the theatrical grindcore band Unaustralians, 
ecstatic music collective Sun of the Seventh Sister and internet syncopoop 
phenomenon Knicker Onasis. 
 
Bonnie’s visual art practice spans painting, collage, digital imaging, graphic 
design, dressmaking and sculptural installation. She has exhibited in Australia 
and the UK.  Bonnie’s textural aesthetic has influenced her 16mm and 8mm direct 
film work, whereby she has created a process of painting on to and manipulating 
the celluloid emulsion. 
 
In June 2006, Bonnie and her artistic associate Nylstoch, co-founded the music 
and cinema laboratory Venting Gallery.  Since its inception, Venting Gallery has 
extensively documented the underground Australian art scene and created an 
extensive audio, video and printed archive.   As a continuation of this work, 
Venting Gallery has produced a series of 1000 films about experimental music in 
Australia titled Rituals of the Captured Moment. 
 
“Initially, I treated working on Orchids: my intersex adventure as a form of hanging 
out with my sis, and doing a low budget doco gig, both of which I was quite 
familiar with.  It was easy to work on in a practical sense, but then afterwards I 
sometimes found myself in an emotional shit shower.  In the end, I thought it was 
a great opportunity to publicly bust open the illusion of a binary gender mentality 
that still exists, and, with luck, the film will create a context for other intersex crew 
to appreciate their own form as it exists. 
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“The camerawork – I just did what we agreed on, what I was told, and then when I 
got sick of doing what I was told, I did what I felt like.  With the super 8 
cinematography, I wanted to find ways of locating visual metaphors to illustrate 
certain situations in our lives.  We had many negotiations as to the degree of 
abstraction that was suitable for the film.  Really, I just wanted to offer another 
way for people to access the concepts presented by the rest of the film – allow 
them the ability to engage with the emotional symbols and their aesthetic 
intelligence.” 
 
Vanessa Milton - Editor 
Vanessa has been working as an editor specialising in documentary for the past 
seven years. Her films have screened at festivals around the world including the 
International Documentary Festival Amsterdam (IDFA), Hot Docs in Toronto, and 
the Melbourne, Sydney, Adelaide, Edinburgh, St Kilda and Rome Film Festivals. 
In 2007 she won the Australian Film Institute (AFI) award for best documentary 
editing for Forbidden Lie$, which was released theatrically in Australia and the 
United States of America. 
 
Vanessa is passionate about helping bring Australian stories to the screen, from 
intimate portraits, to political and historical examinations, and projects focused on 
social justice. Among her broadcast credits are Homemade History (SBS), 
which uncovered the hidden wealth of Super 8 home movies in Australian sheds 
and spare bedrooms; Making Babies (SBS) a two-part series exploring the new 
family ties that develop when egg and sperm donors maintain relationships with 
the families they help to create; 14 Storeys (ABC) a series of short documentary 
portraits made by public housing residents about their neighbours; Liberal Rule: 
the Politics that changed Australia an irreverent investigation of the way John 
Howard transformed Australian politics and society; and the recently 
completed Nothing Rhymes with Ngapartji (ABC), which follows Pitjantjatjara actor 
Trevor Jamieson as he takes his acclaimed theatre show Ngapartji Ngapartji to a 
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remote Aboriginal community, and navigates the cultural sensitivity of performing 
a play about tragic events to an audience who were witnesses to those same 
events.  
 
“I am very excited to be involved with Orchids: my intersex adventure, which 
brings a rare first-person perspective the hidden world of intersex. This hidden 
world is brought to us through the familiar prism of home movies, teen angst, and 
tangled family dynamics. Phoebe's positive spirit brings warmth and humour to a 
story with many bumps in the road.” 
 
Simon Rippingale - Animation  
Simon completed a Fine Arts Degree in 2004 from The College of Fine Arts, 
University of New South Wales, majoring in Photomedia and Digital Illustration. 
His work spans print media illustration, music video design and direction, film and 
television animation and screenwriting. As a freelance illustrator, he has 
contributed to a diverse range of print publications including The Sydney Morning 
Herald, Men’s Style, Reader’s Digest, The Diplomat and Dolly. Simon’s 
production company F Block, has directed, designed and animated music videos 
for Australian artists such as Bob Evans (Hand Me Downs), Guy Sebastian 
(Cover on my Heart) and Old Man River (La). In 2006, Simon received an AFI 
nomination for Visual Effects for his work as a key animator and animation 
designer on the feature film documentary, Unfolding Florence, directed by Gillian 
Armstrong.  
 
Biddy Connor - Theme Music 
Biddy Connor is a composer and musician with experience as a vocalist, violist, 
guitarist and keyboard player. For the first seven years of her music career she 
sang and wrote songs with a cappella group Nude Rain (1989-1996), who toured 
Australia and independently released a CD, Drown. In 1995 Biddy completed a 
Orchids 
my intersex adventure 
 
Phoebe Hart - hartflicker Moving Pictures 
E: info@hartflicker.com M: +61 405143086 W: www.hartflicker.com 
www.orchids-themovie.com 
 
  
18 
Bachelor of Music Performance as a vocalist, from the Victorian College of the 
Arts, Improvisation Stream.  
 
In 2002 she worked as a song-writing mentor on the BigHart project, Knot at 
Home, telecast on SBS in 2006 and 2007. Biddy went on to complete a Masters 
in Screen Composition at AFTRS in 2005. Biddy was nominated for Best Music 
for a Documentary at the 2005 APRA-AGSC Screen Music Awards for her music 
in Switch on the Night.  At the 2006 Park City Film Music Festival, USA, Biddy 
received a Gold Medal for Excellence for her work on the short film Danya as well 
as a Silver Medal for her music in The First Thing I Remember.  
 
Biddy has continued to work as a musician with bands such as Laura Jean, Oliver 
Mann, Ross McLennan and Magic Silver White. In 2007 she performed on the 
puppet show Dr Egg and the Man with No Ear at the Sydney Opera House, The 
Arts Centre Melbourne and at the Awesome Festival in Perth. She has also 
worked as a session violist for many artists including Tim Finn, Blue King Brown, 
Jen Cloher, Ned Collette and Grand Salvo. Biddy will be releasing her debut 
album, Sailor Days in 2010, funded by Victoria Rocks an initiative of Arts Victoria. 
 
"I was impressed by the bravery and rawness Phoebe and Bonnie showed in 
approaching this very personal subject, and I felt I should honour and reflect that 
in the theme music. Using live vocals and strings seemed to capture that emotion 
in an appropriate way." 
 
Davin Patterson - Composer 
Davin Patterson is a soundtrack composer for features, documentaries, short 
films and television commercials. He began his career in music while studying 
jazz piano at the Conservatorium of Music and discovered his passion for screen 
composing while completing his Bachelor of Arts in Film and Television 
Production at QUT. 
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Davin combines his skills as a composer with techniques as a qualified sound 
designer, to produce distinctive soundtracks. He has composed feature film 
scores for The Turner Affair, Rapid Fear and Endurance Island as well as feature 
length documentaries Wings to Fly, SBS 2008, Kingdom of the Jabiru and The 
Blue Bike. Davin’s television work includes writing music for the 13-part series, 
Medicine Woman, an Australia/Canada co-production screened on TV networks 
in both Canada and the USA. He has also created the scores for the 
documentary, The Chant of the Scrub Turkey, ABC 2006, three-part documentary 
series, Unlikely Travellers, ABC 2007, and more than a dozen short films. Davin 
received an AFI nomination in 2005 for his work on the short film Cool, and in 
2006 won Best Score at Action Fest and Best Sound Design at the Queensland 
Short Film Festival, for his work on the film Heads Up. 
 
“Orchids: my intersex adventure is a delicate, handmade film with a whimsical 
touch and I wanted the music to share these qualities. One of the most important 
aspects in composing the Orchids’ soundtrack was finding a balance between 
moments when the music played an active part in the narrative, and those when it 
provided a background to the unfolding scenes.   
 
“Phoebe's vision for the soundtrack was that it should reflect the film's personal 
stories, underscore the many moments of humour, and not sound overly-
produced. I drew on a simple, organic palette of vintage keyboards, mallet 
instruments and guitars to complement the lighter moods, and explored unusual 
time signatures and production techniques in creating darker effects where 
necessary.” 
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John Willsteed - Sound Designer 
John Willsteed was born in Brisbane in the 50s. He abandoned his architectural 
studies in 1976 to pursue a life in music but has never been able to choose 
between bass and guitar. He has played with numerous iconic Australian 
independent bands. He toured the world through the late 80s with The Go-
Betweens, still performs with The Apartments and recently recorded and 
performed with Ed Kuepper. He is a graduate of AFTRS and has won national 
and international awards for his film and television sound work including three AFI 
awards. He is a sound editor and composer for all forms of media, and is currently 
a director of LCR Film Sound – a sound post facility in Brisbane. His career in 
higher education began in 2000 and was formalised by graduating from Griffith 
University in 2008. He is now a lecturer in sound design in the Creative Industries 
Faculty at QUT, where he has recently embarked on his PhD.  
 
“I want us to help paint the landscape of feelings that Phoebe has been traveling: 
the fear of revealing inner truths, the desire to be understood and loved without 
condition and the need to belong within family and community.” 
 
Tfer Newsome - Sound Designer 
Surrounded by radios of all shapes and sizes and with hours spent in front of the 
television, Tfer Newsome began her love affair with all things audio visual at an 
early age.  Firstly, she focused her full attention on sound at QUT, while 
studying Film and Television for her Bachelor of Arts. In 2002 Tfer 
graduated from AFTRS with a Masters in Sound Editing, where she received the 
Sound Firm Award as well as the Critic Circle Award for Best Sound Design. 
Since then, she has worked as a freelance location sound recordist and sound 
editor, on a wide range of projects such as games, websites, video installations, 
documentaries, short films and features. Some of her credits include; foley editor 
on the 26 episode children’s television series, The Adventures of K9 and feature 
film Beauty and the Beast; sound editor for ABC documentaries, World 
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Champion Santa and 6FT Hick: Notes from the Underground. She established 
LCR Film Sound Pty Ltd in 2009 with business partner John Willsteed and 
enjoys the challenges of working as both Sound Editor and Company Director.  
 
“Creating the sound design for Orchids: my intersex adventure is a unique 
opportunity to design a sonic journey as special and diverse as the film itself. The 
different facets of the film, allow for a variety of approaches to enhancing the 
journey. Designing a special world for the animated characters was the most 
exciting. The biggest goal for me is to manage the temporal space the film takes 
place in, and create an engaging soundscape helping the audience join Phoebe 
on her journey.” 
 
Faramarz K-Rahber - Consultant Producer 
Faramarz is an Australian-Iranian filmmaker and lecturer in documentary and film 
production at Griffith University. He has worked across many roles in the 
documentary industry since graduating from the Queensland College of Art, 
Bachelor of Screen Production. His focus on directing, mixed with a strong 
background in cinematography, has helped shape his insightful, observational 
style of filmmaking. His specialist cross-cultural knowledge allows him to shape 
films of religious, cultural, and social sensitivity. Faramarz’s films reflect the 
fundamental essence of humanity through intimate observation while avoiding 
controversy or inflaming contentious issues. His directorial credits include 
Fahimeh’s Story, which gained Independent Spirit Award 2004 Lexus IF Awards 
and an AFI nomination, and Donkey in Lahore, which was part of the Official 
Competition at the 2007 International Documentary Festival of Amsterdam and 
2008 Tribeca Film Festival. 
 
“When I first learned about Phoebe’s story, I knew that it was important that the 
world learn about more about intersex and about Phoebe herself.  It has been a 
privilege to be involved in the process of helping Phoebe to bring the many 
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threads of this project together into the tapestry that is Orchids: my intersex 
adventure.” 
 
Bronwyn Roy – Production Coordinator 
Bronwyn balances her work in television, public relations, photography and 
teaching, with her hectic life as a mum. After graduating from QUT with a film and 
television degree in 1998, she worked in local production at Channel Seven 
Brisbane on programs such as The Great South East and Creek to Coast. 
Bronwyn’s passion to support local filmmakers, inspired her to develop and 
produce the half hour TV show Briz-Iz, telecast on Channel Seven Brisbane in 
2000, showcasing short documentaries from emerging Brisbane filmmakers. She 
was selected as a director for the SBS guerilla style documentary series, 24 
Hours, and created her film, When Bronwyn Met Yangdzom, telecast on Eat 
Carpet 2001. Since then she has worked in Australian and British reality TV, 
Queensland government video production and public relations, freelance 
corporate production and teaching at QUT.  
 
“I loved the diversity of my work with Phoebe. From finding office space to being 
the driver of a second unit car filming her and Bonnie - no two days were the 
same on Orchids: my intersex adventure. Workshopping ideas with Phoebe was a 
delight. Her ability to be open to feedback as well as staying true to her vision, 
was a tremendous learning experience for me.”
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Background information for the program 
  
For the first time, Orchids: my intersex adventure gives a personal and complete 
autobiographical account of what it is like to be ‘intersexed’. Orchids: my intersex 
adventure is arguably a ‘world first’ of its genre and its authorship, as it is the first 
professionally produced long-form documentary film made about the subject of 
intersex by a filmmaker who is a member of that same community.  Such an 
offering is important, as very little is seen or heard about people with intersex 
conditions at all.  In fact, it could be said that the hermaphroditic body has been 
rendered largely absent by medical intervention and erasure. 
 
Today, people with intersex conditions and ambiguous genitals continue to suffer 
the pain, shame, and secrecy of normalising surgery. Currently, medical case 
management of patients with intersex conditions dictates gender-assigning 
surgery be performed as early as possible, often in the days and weeks following 
the birth of an intersexed infant, ultimately placing the choice in the hands of 
parents and physicians. 
 
Sometimes, surgery is used in order to remedy a life-threatening illness, improve 
functionality or ease physical discomfort and pain.  For example, women with the 
condition AIS, often have a gonadectomy or ‘orchidectomy’ because there is a 
small risk of the undescended testes becoming cancerous.  However, surgery is 
also performed for purely cosmetic purposes, often in order to assuage the 
parents’ distress and to fit societal perceptions of ‘normal’.  
 
Once surgery has been approved, a myriad of further problems emerge that 
challenge the medical community and raise questions about the social ethics 
around intersex and disability.  For example, doctors sometimes do not give full 
disclosure to parents about the model and methods the surgical team are using, 
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which may be based on contested theories of gender assignment rather than 
proven fact.  Furthermore, for a multitude of reasons, some doctors advise 
parents to keep all knowledge of the intersex condition from their children.  Up 
until very recently, it was very much common practice for medicos not to disclose 
any pertinent information to patients and family members at all.   
 
Such practices of non-disclosure are perhaps not intentionally callous on the part 
of health professionals. However, non-disclosure often has many negative effects 
on the patients, who, with a sense of shame and confusion, detect their 
differences, or learn important information about them is being or has been 
withheld. Occasionally, the patients’ medical statuses are revealed at much later 
times, even in their late adulthood, when the truths are finally revealed by family 
members, or when people order their medical records and read of their own 
diagnoses for the first time.  In all cases of non-disclosure, a sense of trust has 
been violated, which may lead to issues for people with intersex conditions 
around anger, self-esteem and feeling closeness with others.  
 
The current medical paradigm of early surgical intervention of children with 
intersex conditions is the legacy of psychologist and sexologist Dr John Money 
(1921-2006), who pioneered gender-assigning surgery in the 1960s at the Johns 
Hopkins Hospital in Baltimore, USA.  Decades earlier, embryologists had 
discovered all human foetuses in utero start out with the same tissue that 
becomes either an ovary or teste, depending on the presence or absence of 
certain hormones and genes; the “what happens next” in terms of psychological 
development and socialisation was of interest to Dr Money.  Money’s 
methodology was clear – to control the path human gender development takes 
from infancy through to adolescence and adulthood. 
 
Dr Money’s most controversial case was of “John/Joan”.  When parents of 
identical twin brothers presented with one child (dubbed “John”) suffering a 
Orchids 
my intersex adventure 
 
Phoebe Hart - hartflicker Moving Pictures 
E: info@hartflicker.com M: +61 405143086 W: www.hartflicker.com 
www.orchids-themovie.com 
 
  
25 
mismanaged circumcision, Dr Money convinced the family to try a radical new 
procedure whereby the doctor surgically feminised the patient rather than rebuild 
the ruined phallus. The parents agreed, and after initial surgery, Dr Money tracked 
his patient’s development from early childhood through to adolescence, 
intervening regularly with further surgery, psychotherapy and hormonal treatment.  
By the time his patient (dubbed “Joan”) was a teenager, Dr Money had declared 
the fixing of the subject’s assigned gender identity as a unanimous success. 
Widely reported as a landmark medical breakthrough, Dr Money’s technique of 
assigning gender to newborn children presenting with ambiguous genitalia soon 
became standard procedure in hospitals throughout the world.  However, the truth 
behind this “success” was to remain suppressed for two more decades.   
 
In reality, the young child who was the subject of Dr Money’s experiment had from 
the beginning resisted his allocated gender, and, in his teenage years, after 
learning of his concealed medical history, “Joan” began to live as a male – “John”. 
Sexologist Professor Milton Diamond was for many years unconvinced by Dr 
Money’s “nurture over nature” claims, and influenced Reimer’s decision to “come 
out”.  Dr Diamond’s contact with “John” (whose real name was David Reimer) led 
David to reveal his story to the world, and criticise his former doctor, Dr John 
Money. It also led to a number of significant publications (including a best-selling 
work of non-fiction by Rolling Stone journalist John Colapinto) that questioned the 
legitimacy of current management of such cases, where uncertain sex had been 
repaired in infancy without considering whether a conflicting gender identity was 
already fixed in utero. Sadly, and despite his courage confronting his surgeon and 
the medical fraternity and society at large, David Reimer suicided in 2004. 
 
Despite the failure of Money’s pet project, his ideas have become 
institutionalised and in many developed countries (including the UK, US and 
Australia) babies born with ambiguous genitalia continue to be gender-assigned 
in the first few months after being born.  Some studies account for more than a 
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quarter of all surgically assigned children as unhappy in adulthood with the 
gender they were assigned. 
 
Since the early 1990s, a contemporary intersex movement has evolved, 
dedicated to systemic change, spearheaded by groups such as the Intersex 
Society of North America (ISNA), AIS Support Group (UK) and the AIS Support 
Group (Australia).  Already these groups have generated increasing public 
awareness of the issues of intersex conditions, and have convinced many 
physicians to reconsider their management of patients with intersex conditions. 
Psychological counselling is now becoming more prevalent, and many 
recommend that if doctors decide that surgery for an intersexed neonate is the 
best option, then the potential physical consequences should be emphasised to 
parents over cosmetic appearance. Advancing further still, countries such as 
Colombia have recognised the right of the child to decide his or her own gender 
at an appropriate age, and have placed a moratorium on all non-life-threatening 
infant genital surgeries. In April of 2010, the parents of a 13-year-old girl with the 
46XY genotype and inguinal testes were required to petition the Family Court in 
Queensland, Australia for permission for their daughter to have surgery to 
remove her gonads. Societal attitudes are also beginning to change, yet stigma 
and its subsequent traumas are still perceived by the intersex community as 
critical issues.  
 
In 2009, the focus shifted to sport and intersex. Then, South African 800 metres 
champion runner, Caster Semenya, was publicly outed in the world media as 
having both male and female sex characteristics.  Debates about whether people 
with intersex conditions can compete in the elite sporting arenas have again 
ignited conjecture about the male-female gender divide but may lead to greater 
awareness of intersex globally. 
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Q&A with Phoebe Hart, Director of Orchids: my intersex 
adventure 
 
Why is your documentary called Orchids?  
“The Greek root for the word orchid mean testicle and you can certainly see what 
looks like gonads inside the flower. People with my intersex condition, Androgen 
Insensitivity Syndrome, have an affinity with orchids as many people undergo an 
orchidectomy, which is the removal of internal testes. So orchids are a potent 
symbol for me and other intersex people.” 
 
What does the term intersex mean? 
“It’s such a complex thing. Essentially it means there’s a physical combination of 
male and female traits in the one body. That could mean chromosomes and/or 
bodily characteristics that are at odds or ambiguous. Historically a person with an 
intersex condition may have been called a ‘hermaphrodite’.  That term can be 
offensive to some intersex people, and its true definition is confusing because you 
can’t have a vagina and a penis at the same time, but your genitals may be 
somewhere in between. I’ve personally reclaimed the word ‘hermaphrodite’ as a 
way to describe myself because it’s quite a lovely word when you think about it.”  
 
Can you explain the nature of your intersex condition? 
“It’s now called Androgen Insensitivity Syndrome or AIS but when I was born it 
was known as Testicular Feminising Syndrome. My body outwardly appears as 
female but my chromosomes are male. I don’t have a uterus and was born with 
internal testes.”  
 
How does the condition occur? 
“‘In utero’ we all start out the same but because my body didn’t respond to 
androgens, which are male hormones, my body developed along female lines.”  
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How many people have an intersex condition? 
“Depending on which conditions are described as intersex or a disorder of sexual 
development, the incidence of intersex globally is a matter of much conjecture 
and controversy. Some experts in the field think it could be as high as one in 
every 100 people, although more conservative estimates peg the rate at one in 
every 4000 people.  While the reported incidence of any malformation of genitalia 
occurs with about one per cent of the population, these deformities may not 
automatically mean they are the result of an intersex condition. Klinefelter’s 
Syndrome occurs in about 1 in every thousand men. Congenital Adrenal 
Hyperplasia, CAH, has an incidence of between 1/5000 and 1/15,000 live births.  
Gonadal Dysgenesis arises in one of every 20,000 of the population, and AIS 
occurs in approximately the same numbers of live male births.” 
 
How do people react when you tell them you’re intersex? 
“It can depend on the situation but generally when it’s explained carefully, people 
are understanding and accepting.” 
 
How does being ‘intersexed’ affect your family? 
“My condition has had a profound effect on my family. It’s genetic and can be 
passed on so that’s one aspect. Another issue has been the social stigma of 
discussing anything related to sex. I think my family had a lot of difficulty talking 
openly about my condition, which led me to make this film.”  
 
What are the main issues for intersex people? 
“The main issues are shame, secrecy and stigma and also unwanted medical 
intervention. I think this is especially important for surgery on infants and young 
people before they can have any say about what happens to their bodies.” 
 
Orchids 
my intersex adventure 
 
Phoebe Hart - hartflicker Moving Pictures 
E: info@hartflicker.com M: +61 405143086 W: www.hartflicker.com 
www.orchids-themovie.com 
 
  
33 
How long did it take to make the film? 
“It took a very long time. I had been thinking about it for quite a while but I didn’t 
actually start filming until 2004 and we finished the film in May 2010.”  
 
Are you happy you made Orchids: my intersex adventure? In hindsight would you 
do it again? 
“I think I achieved a lot making this film on a personal level and with my family. 
I’ve enjoyed the process making a film about myself though it’s been very 
challenging at times. But I am sick of talking about myself in the third person and 
looking forward to continuing with my life. Hopefully other people will enjoy the 
film and will get something out of it for their own journeys.”  
 
Were you surprised when your mother agreed to be a part of the film? 
“I was surprised but pleased she was starting to understand how important this 
project was for me and also how it might help other intersex people and their 
families too. I think her motives [to participate in the film] were out of her 
unconditional love and a desire to help and protect me.”  
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Glossary 
 
Androgen Insensitivity Syndrome (AIS) - is a congenital intersex condition, 
which can occur spontaneously at conception, or is passed down the generations 
via the matriarchal line.  People with AIS have 46XY chromosomes (i.e. the 
typical male pattern) but develop atypical reproductive organs as a result of their 
bodies being insensitive to androgens (male hormones which include 
testosterone). The insensitivity to androgen can vary from ‘complete’ insensitivity 
(CAIS) to ‘partial’ insensitivity (PAIS).  Consequently, physical appearance at birth 
can vary across the spectrum of female to male, and people with AIS can identify 
as being male, female or intersex.  However, individuals with CAIS most often 
identify as women.  In all cases, the gonads are actually undescended or only 
partially descended testes. 
 
Congenital Adrenal Hyperplasia (CAH) - this term covers a range of states due 
to an abundance or deficiency of sex steroids, which can lead to problems during 
the development of sex characteristics.  CAH has an incidence of between 
1/5,000 and 1/15,000 live births. Occasionally, some 46XX chromosomal females 
with CAH are virilized (ie. become more masculine) during foetal development so 
that they are born with ambiguous genitalia, making it difficult to determine sex at 
birth. 
  
Hermaphrodite - in classical literature, a hermaphrodite is a mythical creature 
that possesses both male and female anatomy – created by the fusion of Hermes 
the God of Intelligence and Wisdom, and Aphrodite the Goddess of Beauty and 
Love. Today it is often used to refer to a person with an intersex condition. 
Commonly, people think a hermaphrodite has “both bits”, but the reality is a 
person cannot simultaneously posses a complete vagina and penis. A person 
who has both testicular and ovarian tissue is said in old terminology, to be a “true 
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hermaphrodite”. A “true hermaphrodite” may have a separate ovary and testis but 
more commonly has an ovo-testis which is a gonad containing both sorts of 
tissue. While Phoebe recognises the word “hermaphrodite” may cause offence to 
many intersex people, she has reclaimed this word as her own. Media are 
encouraged to use the term “intersex”. 
 
Intersex - a biological state whereby a person’s reproductive organs, genitalia 
and or chromosomes transcend the binary male-female divide. Intersex people 
range from female to male and anywhere in between and sometimes refer to 
themselves as “third gender”. The Australian Medical Association definition states: 
“A person with an intersex condition is born with sex chromosomes, external 
genitalia or an internal reproductive system that is not exclusively either male or 
female. This word replaces hermaphrodite.” Nowadays, many intersex peer 
support groups and health care specialists also term an ‘intersex’ condition as a 
Disorder of Sex Development or DSD. 
 
Klinefelter’s Syndrome - is chromosomal aneuploidy in males resulting in the 
duplication of sex chromosomes eg. 47-XXY, 48-XXXY, 49-XXXXY, 48-XXYY, 
etc. On average, the condition occurs in about 1 out of every 1,000 males. One in 
every 500 males have an extra X chromosome but do not have the syndrome. 
 
Hermaphrodyke - a lesbian intersex person.  
 
Transsexual - a person who has a desire to live and be accepted as a member of 
the opposite sex, usually accompanied by a sense of discomfort with, or 
inappropriateness of, one's anatomical sex, and a wish to have surgery and 
hormonal treatment to make one's body as congruent as possible with one's 
preferred sex (World Health Organisation). Also known as “transgender”.
